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These were the circumstances in which Asquith told Balfour that
he had never known Europe nearer war. The crisis dragged on all
through the winter and until near the end of March the following
year. By hard bargaining Grey obtained a pecuniary compensation
for the Turks, and Austria offered to evacute the Sanjak of Novi-Bazar
as a sop to Russia. But Austrian and Russian troops stood facing each
other across their frontiers, while Isvolsky and Aehrenthal engaged in
a wordy duel in which the latter said loudly that the former was no
gentleman. But by this time Isvolsky had discovered that if Russia
pushed her protest to the point of war she would have to fight alone.
France thought the whole business tiresome and dangerous and wished
it wound up as quickly as possible ; Germany, having made her
choice, stood aggressively behind Austria ; Great Britain, though
strong on the point of legality, had no thought of engaging in a great
war to enforce it. On March 22 Germany presented what was in
effect an ultimatum to the Tsar. Billow instructed the Ambassador
in St. Petersburg to inform the Russian Government that Ger-
many was ready to advise Austria to seek the formal consent of the
Powers to the annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, provided Russia
would signify her consent to the latest Austrian Note (requiring her
among other things to refrain from supporting Serbia) and would
agree unconditionally to the necessary change in the Treaty of Berlin.
The answer was to be yes or no, any argument or qualification to count
as " no/'1 " No " meant that Austria would attack Serbia and that,
if Russia came to her rescue, Germany would join in. Under this
extreme pressure Isvolsky collapsed, and before the day was out the
Tsar telegraphed to the Kaiser that he " rejoiced that Germany had
discovered this possibility of a friendly settlement and would instruct
Isvolsky to accept it." At the same time he " earnestly requested the
Kaiser to prevent a warlike attack upon Serbia in any circumstances."
The plain fact was that Russia, single-handed, was quite unready
for war, as her opponents knew. Her internal conditions were greatly
disturbed, and she had had barely time to take breath after her disaster
at the hands of Japan. But she had mounted a very high horse on
the Bosnian affair and her descent was painful and mortifying.
1 G.P., XXVI (i), Dispatch from Bulow to German Ambassador in St.
Petersburg.
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